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Young Drivers in Fatal Crashes 

otor vehicle crashes in 2016 were the leading 

cause of death for young people ages 16-25—

both nationally and in Washington State.1 In 

2016, 7,711 motor vehicle occupants in the 

United States ages 16–25 died from injuries sustained in 

crashes:1 Roughly 21 people ages 16–25 died each day in 

crashes. In 2013, young people ages 15-19 represented 

only 7 percent of the U.S. population. However, they 

accounted for 11 percent ($10 billion) of the total costs of 

motor vehicle injuries.1  

Young drivers (ages 16-25) are a high-risk driver group in 

Washington State. Between 2014 and 2016, young drivers 

represented about 14 percent of all licensed drivers and 

about 30 percent of all fatal crashes.2 About 430 fatal 

crashes involving young drivers resulted in 214 young 

driver fatalities along with 276 additional fatalities of 

various ages during this time.  

This report intends to present an in-depth review of young 

driver-involved fatal crashes and young driver risk factors 

through the Washington Fatality Analysis Reporting 

System (WA-FARS). It illustrates Washington-specific 

fatal crash trends to support prevention efforts targeting 

young drivers in our state. 

 

Major Risk Factors for Young Drivers 

he risk of motor vehicle crashes is higher among 

16-25 year-olds than any other age group. Per 

mile driven, teen drivers (ages 16-19) are nearly 

three times more likely to be in a fatal crash 

than drivers age 20 and older.3 Young males, teen drivers 
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Did you know? 

 Young drivers ages 16-25 represent 
about 13 percent of licensed drivers 
but about 30 percent of all drivers in 
fatal crashes in Washington. 

 

 Young male drivers are more likely to 
be involved in fatal crashes than 
young female drivers.  
 

 In fatal crashes, young male drivers 
are more likely to be impaired, 
speeding or not wearing a seat belt 
than young female drivers. 

 

 In fatal crashes, young female drivers 
are more likely to be distracted than 
young male drivers.  

 

 The recent rise in fatal crashes that 
involve young drivers is mostly 
propelled by young male drivers ages 
21-25. 

 

 Between 2014 and 2016, more fatal 
crashes involving young drivers 
occurred during evening and night 
hours than daytime. 

 

 Between 2007 and 2016, 63 percent 
of lane departures by young drivers 
were in single vehicle crashes with no 
other road user(s) involved. 
 

 Eighty-three percent of fatal crashes 
that involved young drivers between 
2014 and 2016 occurred on wet road 
surfaces. 

 
 

 Washington’s fatal crash data show 
that nearly half of fatal crashes 
involving teen drivers included one or 
more teen passengers in the same 
vehicle. 
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driving with teen passengers, and newly-licensed teens are at especially high risk for motor vehicle 

crashes.  

In 2016, the U.S. death rate for teen male motor vehicle occupants was twice the teen female death rate.3 

The presence of teen passengers increases the crash risk of unsupervised teen drivers, and increases 

exponentially with each additional teen passenger.4,5,6,7 Crash risk among teen drivers is highest during 

the first ten months of licensure.8,9  

Most studies show that young drivers are more likely than older drivers to underestimate dangerous 

situations and fail to recognize potential hazards.10 Young drivers are also more likely than older drivers 

(1) to make critical decision errors leading to serious crashes, and (2) to speed, and (3) to follow other 

vehicles too closely.11 The presence of young male passengers increases the likelihood of these risky 

driving behaviors.12  

 

Young Driver Involved Fatal Crash Statistics 

Fatal Crash Trends:  

ashington’s young driver-involved fatal crashes total about 30 percent of all fatal crashes 

from 2014 to 2016. One in every three drivers involved in a fatal crash were ages 16-25. 

The good news is young driver-involved fatal crashes decreased 24 percent between 2007 

and 2016—from 198 to 151. 

We see a different trend emerging after 2012.  Young driver-involved fatal crashes decreased from 198 

in 2007 to 114 in 2012, fatal crashes from all causes decreased from 531 in 2007 to 403 in 2012. 
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Figure 1: Fatal Crash Trends, 2007-2016

Annual Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) All Fatal Crashes Young Driver (ages 16-25) Involved
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However this downward trend was replaced by an upward trend in both young driver-involved and all-

cause fatal crashes from 2013 on. We worry that the recent rise in young driver-involved fatal crashes 

will return us to pre-2007 numbers unless we take immediate action.  

 A combination of factors could be responsible for the rise in fatal crashes. We will investigate the 

causes contributing to this increase as we look at the young driver fatal crash data. That said, we have 

noticed that annual Vehicle Miles Travelled (VMT) also started rising in 2013 after the stable period 

following the 2007 Great Recession.13 Thus, the increase in fatal crashes is partially related to this VMT 

increase (shown in Figure 1). 

 

Geographical Distribution: 

Fatal crashes involving young drivers 

occurred in all Washington counties 

between 2007 and 2016 (Figure 2). Each 

blue dot on the map represents a fatal 

crash in which at least one driver was 16-

25 years old. Blue dots are concentrated 

along state highways and in counties with 

large cities and dense populations. 

We calculated young driver-involved 

crash rates in each county compared to 

the state rate and found no major 

differences (p < 0.05).  

Fatal Crashes 

Figure 2: 
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Crash Factors:  

Over 50 percent of young driver-

involved fatal crashes are lane 

departures, as shown in Figure 3. 

From 2007 to 2016, 63 percent of 

lane departures by young drivers 

were single vehicle crashes with no 

other road users involved. Examples 

include skidding off or leaving the 

road, overturning, hitting another 

object, or entering a ditch.  

Other road users are more likely to 

be involved when the fatal crash is 

at an intersection, or when there is a collision with another vehicle coming from the opposite direction. 

From 2007 to 2016, 18 percent of young drivers involved in a fatal crash at an intersection struck a 

pedestrian.  

  

Inexperience and poor judgement in 

more difficult driving conditions (poor 

weather, poor visibility) are factors in 

most instances of young driver-involved 

fatal crashes. For that reason, both 

National Highway Traffic Safety 

Administration (NHTSA) and the Traffic 

Injury Research Foundation (TIRF) 

advocate for limited night time driving 

for young drivers. TIRF goes even 

further and recommends 9 p.m. as the 

start time for limited night driving. 

 

In Washington, about one in five fatal crashes involving drivers ages 16-25 occur during the late night 

hours between 1 a.m. and 4:59 a.m. (Figure 4a). Fatal crashes occurring during late night driving is even 

lower among 16-17 year olds (12 percent in 2016) thanks to the state law that took effect in 2001. 

According to the law (RCW 46.20.075), drivers under age 18 cannot drive between the hours of 1 a.m. 

and 5 a.m. during their first year of driving. The only exception is if they are accompanied by a licensed 

driver who is at least 25 years old.   
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Figure 3: Young Driver (Ages 16-25) Involved Fatal 
Crashes  by Crash Type, 2007-2016
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Figure 4a: The Percentage of Young (Ages 16-25) Driver 
Involved Fatal Crashes Occurring Between 1 AM and 4:59AM, 

2007-2016

http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.20.075
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Washington’s young driver fatal crash data from 2014 to 2016 also indicates the evening rush-hour 

between 5 p.m. and 6 p.m. as another dangerous time period for young drivers ages 16-25. Rush-hour 

traffic usually occurs when visibility is relatively poor as daylight fades, and traffic is heavy with drivers 

eager to go home.  

 

As shown in Figure 5, most 

young driver-involved crashes 

tend to happen on:  

 Wet road surfaces, 

 Weekends, and 

 Urban roads.     

From 2014 to 2016, eighty-

three percent of fatal crashes 

involving young drivers 

occurred on wet road surfaces. 

Surprisingly, this correlates to 

the high numbers of young 

driver-involved fatal crashes due to lane departures. Washington drivers are more likely to have higher 

fatal crash rates than drivers in most other states when the weather is snowy or rainy or the road 

conditions are icy or wet.14 Due to their inexperience, young drivers are more susceptible to fatal crashes 

when the road conditions are difficult.      

 

Young driver-involved fatal crashes follow a seasonal pattern, as seen in Figure 6a. These crashes are 

higher in summer months (July, August, and September) and lower in the winter and spring months 

(December, January, February, March, April).  
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Figure 4b: Young (Ages 16-25) Driver Involved Fatal Crashes by Crash Time, 2014-2016 
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Figure 5: Young Driver (Ages 16-25) Involved Fatal Crashes by 
Various Crash Factors, 2007-2016
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Fatal crash numbers tend to be higher during the summer months and holidays for all drivers, both 

nationally and in Washington State.15 However, a review of young driver-involved crashes relative to all 

crashes shows the winter months have a higher concentration of young driver-involved fatal crashes 

relative to all fatal crashes. February and November stand out as the months with highest rates for young 

driver-involved fatal crashes (shown in Figure 6b). 

 

Demographic Factors: 

Driver age, maturity, and experience level are important factors contributing to fatal crashes. The good 

news is the number of fatal crashes between 2007 and 2016 showed some decline for young drivers ages 

16-17 and 18-20 (Figure 7): 

 A 39 percent decline—from  

28 fatal crashes in 2007 to 17 

in 2016 for drivers ages 16-

17, and 

 A 39 percent decline—from 

75 fatal crashes in 2007 to 46 

in 2016 for drivers ages 18-

20. 

Unfortunately, the number of fatal 

crashes from 2007 to 2016 did not 

show the same downward trend for 
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Figure 6b: The Percentage of Young Driver (Ages 
16-25) Involved Fatal Crashes among All 

Crashes, 2014-2016
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Figure 6a: Young Driver (Ages 16-25) Involved 
Fatal Crashes, 2014-2016
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Figure 7: Fatal Crash Trends by Age Groups, 2007-
2016
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young drivers (ages 21-25). Since 2014, fatal crash numbers in this age group are increasing again after 

several years of decline:  

 A 31 percent decline—from 104 fatal crashes in 2007 to 72 in 2013. 

 A 26 percent increase—from 77 in 2014 to 97 in 2016.  

The steady rise in the fatal crashes involving drivers ages 21-25 between 2014 and 2016 suggests that 

this age group could be the major driver behind the overall increase in young driver-involved crashes 

after 2012, as shown in Figure 1. 

Gender is another risk factor in young driver-involved fatal crashes. Young male drivers are more likely 

to have fatal crashes than young female drivers in all young driver age groups: ages 16-17, 18-20, and 

21-25.  

The recent increase of young driver-involved fatal crashes since 2013 results from the 39 percent 

increase of young male (ages 21-25) driver-involved fatal crashes—from 56 in 2013 to 78 in 2016. The 

number of fatal crashes involving young females in all young driver age groups (shown in Figure 8) 

stayed relatively stable between 2007 and 2016.  

Another well-known risk factor for fatal crashes by young drivers is the presence of other teens or young 

passengers in the vehicle.4,8 Washington’s data show that nearly half of teen drivers in fatal crashes from 

2007 to 2016 were transporting teen passengers (shown in Figure 9).    
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Figure 8: Fatal Crash Trends by Age and Gender, 2007-2016
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Risky Behaviors:  

Seat Belt Use: Even though seat belt use is now a common practice among motor vehicle occupants of 

all ages,16 according to a national study, teen drivers have the lowest rates of continuous seat belt use 

when compared with other age groups. In 2015, only 61% of high school students reported they always 

wear seat belts when riding with someone else.17 The sporadic use of seat belts among some teens and 

young drivers in Washington may explain why so many young motor vehicle occupant fatalities are 

unbelted. 

Young driver fatal crash data in Washington show that one in three young drivers in fatal crashes were 

not wearing a seat belt. Fortunately, the proportion of unbelted young drivers in fatal crashes has gone 

down from 41 percent in 2007 to 31 percent in 2016 (shown in Figure 10). From 2014 to 2016, lack of 

seat belt use was more 

common among young 

male drivers involved in 

fatal crashes (43 percent) 

than young female drivers 

(26 percent) as shown in 

Figure 11. Lack of seat 

belt use was the number 

one risky behavior in 

young male drivers ages 

16-17 involving in fatal 

crashes from 2014 to 2016 

(shown in Figure 12a).   
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Figure 9: Fatal Crash Involved Young Drivers Travelling with One or More 
Young Passengers, 2007-2016

Drivers Ages 16-17 with One or More Passengers in the Same Age Group
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Figure 10: High Risk Behaviors of Young Drivers Ages 16-25 Involved in 
Fatal Crashes, 2007-2016 

No Seat Belt Distracted Impaired
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Distracted Driving: According to a 2016 survey 

of Washington’s adolescents, 57 percent of grade 

10 students, and 60 percent of grade 12 students 

reported riding in a vehicle with someone who 

was texting or emailing while driving in the past 

30 days. Among students who drove, 22 percent 

of grade 10 students and 59 percent of grade 12 

students reported driving while texting or 

emailing in the past 30 days.18 In grades 10 and 

12, females were more likely than males to ride 

with someone texting or emailing in 2016.18 

Among young drivers involved in fatal crashes 

between 2014 and 2016 in Washington State, 

about 25 percent were distracted. Female drivers 

(27 percent) tended to drive distracted more often 

than male drivers (24 percent). 

Impaired Driving: At all blood alcohol concentration (BAC) levels, the risk of involvement in a motor 

vehicle crash is greater for young drivers than for older drivers.19 According to a 2016 survey of 

adolescents in Washington, five percent of grade 10 students and nine percent of grade 12 students 

reported drinking alcohol and driving in the past 30 days.18 Among those who drank any alcohol in the 

past 30 days, 20 percent of grade 10 students and 17 percent of grade 12 students reported driving after 

drinking alcohol.18 Grade 10 and 12 students had similar experiences with marijuana.  In 2016, nine 

percent of grade 10 students and 16 percent of grade 12 students reported driving within three hours 

after using marijuana. Among those who used marijuana in the past 30 days, 36 percent of grade 10 

students and 51 percent of grade 12 students reported driving within three hours after using marijuana.18  

Between 2007 and 2016, impairment either by alcohol or drugs (including marijuana) was common 

among one third of Washington’s young drivers (ages 16-25) involved in fatal crashes. Once again, 

impairment is more common among young male drivers involved in fatal crashes (46 percent) than 

young female drivers (27 percent) between 2014 and 2016. Figure 12 further illustrates how impairment 

becomes the most dominant crash factor in young male drivers as they get older. Between 2014 and 

2016, impairment was the major fatal crash factor (55 percent) in males ages 21-25.  
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                   Figure 12: High Risk Behaviors of Young Male Drivers Involved in Fatal Crashes, 2014-2016 

Drivers aged 21-25 years old involved in fatal crashes were more likely to be positive for poly drug use 

than younger drivers ages 16-20. Between 2014 and 2016, 17 percent of young drivers ages 21-25 in 

fatal crashes were positive for multiple drugs or drug(s) mixed with alcohol, compared to 14 percent 

between 2011 and 2013. The evidence suggests an upward trend in poly drug use among the 21-25 year-

old drivers involved in fatal crashes.  

Speeding: In 2015, nearly a third (32 percent) of U.S. male drivers ages 15-20 and 21-25 involved in 

fatal crashes were speeding at the time of the crash, compared to 20 and 18 percent, for female drivers in 

the same age groups.20 In Washington from 2014 to 2016, speeding was also more common among 

young male drivers ages 16-25 who were involved in fatal crashes (39 percent) than young female 

drivers in the same age group (30 percent). The good news is the percentage of young drivers in fatal 

crashes from speeding dropped from 40 percent in 2007 to 21 percent in 2016. 

Unlicensed Drivers:  In Washington, about one in five young drivers involved in fatal crashes were 

unlicensed. Fortunately, there was a 33 percent decline of unlicensed drivers in fatal crashes between 

2007 and 2016. The percentage of unlicensed drivers reduced from 20 percent in 2007 to 15 percent in 

2016. In fatal crashes from 2014 to 2016, the number of young drivers without an active license is nearly 

identical for young male (22 percent) and young female drivers (24 percent). 

Fatality Analysis Reporting System 

he Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS) is the source of young driver data in this report. 

The Washington Traffic Safety Commission (WTSC) contracts with the NHTSA to provide 

FARS data for Washington State. FARS is a nationwide census of fatal traffic crashes that 

characterizes the crash, the vehicle, and the people in each reported crash. FARS contains more than 140 

coded data elements collected from official documents, including Police Traffic Crash Reports (PTCR), 

state driver licensing and vehicle registration files, death certificates, toxicology reports, and Emergency 

Medical Services (EMS) reports. To be included in FARS, a crash must involve a motor vehicle 

T 
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travelling on a road that is open and accessible to the public and result in the death of a person (either 

vehicle occupant or non-motorist) within 30 days of the crash.  

 

Contact Information 

or more information about this report, please contact the Washington Traffic Safety Commission, 

Research and Data Division at (360) 725-9860. 
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